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Note to readers: This is a preliminary draft and you shouldn’t quote from this. The
published version can be found in my book, Linguistics and the Study of Comics, published
in 2012 by Palgrave Macmillan. It is available in print and as an e-book.

Linguistic Codes and Character Identity in Afro Samurai
Frank Bramlett

8.1 Introduction
One of the guiding principles of linguistics is that people use different kinds of language
in different social situations. This is true for every human being in the world who speaks, writes,
or signs language. We speak one way at home and another way at worship services, one way at
the night club and another in the classroom. Sometimes the differences between these styles are
subtle, sometimes dramatic. A register is a variety of language that is associated with certain
speech situations, whose parameters include participant identity, setting, and topic or purpose
(Finegan 2004:19). This chapter will examine how characters in both the anime and the manga
versions of Afro Samurai use language and, under certain circumstances, shift registers.1 In
particular, the linguistic choices of the protagonist, Afro Samurai, and his sometime companion,
Ninja Ninja, reveal a complex world in which a long list of discordant sociocultural and
linguistic codes blend in the story of hero, demon, computer technology, hip-hop and R&B, and
Japanese samurai warrior culture.
In explaining styles of drawing, Will Eisner (1985:151) says that the cartoon image ‘is
the result of exaggeration and simplification.’ This is doubtlessly true for animation, as well. In
contrast to the cartoon, ‘[r]ealism is adherence to most of the detail. […] Retention of detail
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begets believability because it is closest to what the reader actually sees. The cartoon is a form of
impressionism’ (Eisner 1985:151). A linguistic investigation of language in comics, then, should
consider the balance of ‘realism’ in the language the characters produce and the amount of
linguistic ‘exaggeration and simplification.’ Since some shorthand visual representation is
expected in most comics and animation, is it reasonable to expect some shorthand or skewed
linguistic performance by the characters? If language is simplified and/or exaggerated, what kind
of impact does this have on the amount of stereotype that readers find in the text? As Royal
(2007:7) points out, comics artists ‘may expose, either overtly or through tacit implication,
certain recognized or even unconscious prejudices held by them and/or their readers. In comic
art, there is always the all-too-real danger of negative stereotype and caricature, which strips
others of any unique identity and dehumanizes by means of reductive iconography […], features
that have historically composed our visual discourse on the Other.’ But what of linguistic
production? How do comics artists navigate linguistic stereotype? What textual realities result
from the limitations of language and shorthand drawn forms? Foster (2002:168) interrogates
images from underground comix and finds that the label of ‘racist’ or ‘stereotype’ is problematic.
He argues for a contextualized study of images, not whether an image in isolation is or is not
racist or a stereotype.
In Afro Samurai, the main character journeys through a vortex of sociocultural codes
which is reflected in the admixture of linguistic codes that various characters produce. These
codes include various styles or registers of English as well as very brief uses of Japanese. In the
anime Afro Samurai, there is a great deal of written language in the form of calligraphy, found
mostly on temple walls and temple doors. Likewise, in the manga Afro Samurai, almost all sound
effects are rendered in both Japanese syllabary and English alphabet. My goal in this chapter is
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to trace the linguistic codes used in Afro Samurai and how those codes map onto particular
characters, settings, or social actions. The analysis reveals that the two main characters regularly
opt for a particular code and only in rare circumstances do they switch codes, whether that be a
socially-situated register within English or a bilingual code switch. Since code choice can tell us
something about a character’s identity, the end of the chapter will explore the sociocultural
implications of characters’ code choice. Further, this chapter will question the role of linguistic
stereotype and extend the discussion of identity formation from sociolinguistics into comics
scholarship. In essence, the characters of Afro and Ninja are a kind of photographic negative of
each other: they are very similar, but each is the reversal of the other, both in linguistic code and
warrior code.

8.2 Samurais and Ninjas, Swords and Justice
The setting of Afro Samurai resembles a wasteland, a dark and troubled place full of
uncertainty and danger; this preponderance of the dismal is punctuated with brief moments of
brightness, sunshine, and sometimes joy. It synthesizes the essence of seventeenth and eighteenth
century samurai warrior culture and twenty-first century technology, featuring cell phones;
elevators; RPG grenade launchers; cyborgs; and warrior-robots capable of laser-based warfare
and flight, among other things.
Like the landscape, the story of Afro brims with sadness, loss, and revenge. As a young
boy, Afro sees his father killed by a man named Justice, and he spends years training to become
a samurai to avenge his father’s death.2 The situation is complicated by the presence of
headbands—whoever wears the Number 1 headband is the most powerful warrior in the land,
becoming something of a god. Whoever wears the Number 2 headband is, of course, the second

231
most powerful warrior and has the opportunity to displace the wearer of the Number 1 headband
and assume the title himself. The warrior with the Number 2 headband must fight any person
who challenges him, always to the death. By definition, then, Number 2 is responsible for the
deaths of tens or even hundreds of men just to keep his headband and challenge Number 1.3
As a young man, Afro has to make a decision that changes his life forever. He discovers
that his own teacher wears the Number 2 headband; thus, he must fight and kill his teacher so
that he can continue his journey of vengeance. Naturally, this wreaks havoc on his adopted
family, those other students who live in the dojo. After he kills his teacher, and after he sees one
of his best friends die, Afro experiences a kind of psychic rift and a new character appears, one
who is visible and audible almost exclusively to Afro. This character, Ninja Ninja, is Afro’s
companion, advising him in matters ranging from battle to romance. Near the end of the anime,
Ninja Ninja ‘dies’ in combat and Afro must continue alone in his quest. While there are several
minor narrative differences between the anime (henceforth AS–anime) and the manga
(henceforth AS–manga), the profoundness of loss and revenge remains constant in both.

8.3 The Role of Visual Stereotype and Images of Blackness
In his introduction to volume two of Black Panther, Priest (2001) writes of his hesitation
in accepting the job of writing for a character who ‘was, by any objective standards, dull. He had
no powers. He had no witty speech pattern […].’ But more to the point, ‘Panther was a black
superhero,’ and Priest was unsure how to ‘do a book about a black king of a black nation who
comes to a black neighborhood and not have it be a ‘black’ book.’ Priest explains that ‘Panther’s
ethnicity is certainly a component of the series, but it is not the central theme. We neither ignore
it nor build our stories around it’ (n.p.).
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In discussing the historical development of artistic trends in comics, Harvey (1996:72)
reviews the origin and maturation of Ebony White, one of Will Eisner’s most well-known
characters from The Spirit. In June 1940, audiences were first introduced to Ebony White, who
appeared as a cab driver. A young black man, his eyes roll in that stereotypical
expression of wide-eyed fright as he drives by Wildwood Cemetery. Everything about
Ebony is a stereotype of his race: his large eyeballs, pink big-lipped ‘mushmouf,’ his
linguistic mutilation of pronunciation and diction, his comic costume […], his lowcomedy behavior. Years later, Eisner would feel no little embarrassment at having
perpetuated such a racial caricature. […] Eisner’s latter-day discomfort with the character
arose from his realization that he had employed a racial stereotype, often in stereotypical
fashion. But this portrayal was […] a consequence of an unwitting insensitivity to the
feelings of other races rather than a desire to persecute.
As Harvey suggests in his history, a great deal of change in comics occurred over the course of
the twentieth century, and scholars continue to debate how images of blackness function.
Some scholars argue that certain comics maintain the stereotypes found so commonly in
the early twentieth century, even though these stereotypes may come in different packages. Scott
(2006:310) argues passionately that superhero comics are always already invested in white
supremacy: ‘If blackness is a conspiracy [against whiteness], could one who wears it realistically
assume access to it in order to render it art? Is perhaps the conflation of the visuality of black
bodies with the experience of white supremacist views of reality that which characterizes a
“black experience”?’ She goes on to say that the culture of superhero comics is so biased against
blackness that it is difficult to escape ‘this conspiracy we call blackness, this crisis of
representation that so marginalizes people who wear that skin that their own bodies elide
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narration altogether’ (312). If the hegemony of whiteness inhabits the black experience so
completely, then what hope do we have of articulating a different vision, a comics without the
conspiracy? Scott’s question about black and white may be present in Afro Samurai, but it is
even further complicated by the role of the Japanese influence. If Afro journeys through a vortex
of sociocultural codes, then the question is whether these codes sit together comfortably like oil
and water or they blend together into a new compound, a liquid of unique characteristics. In
other words, if the codes blend together so well that they appear seamless, does this obviate the
potential for racist caricature?

8.4 The Verbal Meets the Visual: Linguistic Codes and Characterization
Images of blackness have been explored extensively, in comics scholarship as in other
fields. To a lesser degree, so has the language of blackness. Scholars of nineteenth century
literature have mapped out the role of African American English in antebellum and postbellum
texts. Jones (1999:184) explores dialect literature (e.g., Mark Twain, George Washington Cable,
Paul Dunbar): ‘written dialects are, at best, gestures toward a spoken reality that the reader can
bring to the text from his or her recollection of heard experience.’
For late twentieth century media, scholars who investigate stereotype have analyzed
movies like Shaft, Jungle Fever, and Bamboozled, among many others. Most often, these studies
have addressed Black stereotypes vis-à-vis White/Anglo ideologies and sociocultural and
political constructs. For Afro Samurai, the question is complicated by the presence of Japanese
culture, language, and ideologies. Relations between African Americans and Asian Americans,
especially through hip-hop, show an uncertainty about the state of affairs. The outlook regarding
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stereotypes in comics ranges from outright reproduction of white supremacist/racist codes (Scott
2006) to a cautious optimism about the future (Wang 2006; Whaley 2006).
Several kinds of English are in evidence throughout both anime and manga Afro Samurai.
The audience encounters General American English, African American English, and some
Japanese. Davenport (1997:25) surveys superhero comics featuring Black characters and finds
that ‘most non-superhero Blacks within the comics sampled used Black English, while the
superheroes themselves spoke standard English (Black Goliath, Brotherman, Captain Marvel,
Icon, Night Thrasher, Nightwatch, and Storm).’ Overall, this is true for both the anime and
manga AS.
In her book-length introduction, Green (2002) explores the relationship between language
used in the Black community, what she and many linguists term ‘African American English’ or
AAE, and English as it is commonly used across the United States, what she terms ‘General
American English’ or GAE. Because AAE is a type of English, it shares an extraordinarily high
number of linguistic features with other kinds of English. There are, of course, identifiable
differences, and these differences are well-documented. However, AAE is much more than a
linguistic system. Like all language varieties, understanding AAE means looking at the world
through the lens of experiences shared in the communities that use it.
Morgan (2002:65) defines African American English as ‘the language, discourse and
interactional styles and usage of those socialized in the [Black] speech community. It functions
within the political context as both a stigmatized sign and an authenticating sign.’ It is this
stigmatized and authenticating sign that so captures the imagination of scholars writing about
representations of race in literature, media, and comics. Green (2002:214) discusses the role that
language plays in creating images of blackness in media: ‘Linguistic features from the area of
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speech events as well as from other parts of the grammar contribute to creating images of
blackness, [and] images of socioeconomic, and social and ethnic class. [Furthermore, much] can
be learned from inaccurate uses of linguistic features.’ However, Green cautions that the
‘question with regard to language in minstrel performance is not about accuracy of
representation because the focus was not on depicting authentic language or other features, but
instead it was on exaggerating stereotypes and creating grotesque figures. The minstrel
representations perpetuated the stereotypes on which they were based, and these stereotypes,
some reflected through language, were carried over into early films’ (202). Gavin Jones
(1999:184) agrees: ‘Where dialect literature is concerned, however, one point becomes apparent
immediately: ideas of authenticity have definite limits as criteria for aesthetic evaluation.’
The blend of African American culture and Asian American culture has received a
growing amount of scholarly attention. Wang (2006) explores the role of hip-hop and the
complications that arise when Asian Americans perform this musical genre. Likewise, Whaley
(2006) interrogates ‘Black American and Asian American cultural, political, and social
crossroads’ (191) and finds that these ‘forms of cultural production – that is, visual and hip-hop
culture – can exist as a formidable site of transformation within the realm of representation and
in social relations’ (191). Wang seems less optimistic, since he concludes that ‘shared cultural
habits [like hip-hop in Black American and Asian American communities] do not erase historical
enmities, and they cannot resolve larger structural inequities’ (160). However, he does argue that
these shared cultural habits create ‘the opening of communication, without which the possibility
for change and transformation cannot exist’ (160).
I do not wish to speculate on the presence/absence of minstrelsy in Afro Samurai, that is,
whether Afro may play the stereotype of the ‘buck’ and whether Ninja may play the stereotype
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of the ‘coon’ (Green 2002:201; Strömberg 2003). In fact, it may be a moot point; traces of
minstrelsy from the nineteenth century Jim Crow performances in New York City and elsewhere
(Lhamon 1998: 207) have found their modern reflex in hip-hop performances by artists like M.C.
Hammer (218). Instead, my purpose is to discuss the linguistic codes, how characters use those
codes, and their possible signification for the development of character identity in Afro Samurai,
taking into consideration the fact that Japan is the physical location and cultural backdrop yet
English is the primary linguistic code.
Russell’s take is especially germane here because his discussion locates forms and
functions of race in Japan: ‘Japanese literary and visual representations of blacks rely heavily on
imaginary Western conventions. Such representations function to familiarize Japanese with the
black Other, to preserve its alienness by ascribing to it certain standardized traits which mark it
as Other but which also serve the reflexive function of allowing Japanese to meditate on their
racial and cultural identity in the face of challenges by Western modernity, cultural authority and
power’ (1991:4). Even though Green (2002) and Jones (1999) articulate the limitations of
‘authenticity’ in media representations of blackness through AAE, audiences may still respond to
those representations through their understanding of linguistic authenticity, their expectations –
stereotyped or not – of linguistic performance. In any case, the question of linguistic authenticity
plays a central role in twenty-first century media. However audiences may perceive the
authenticity of characters, the very notion of identity lies at the heart of the matter. Bucholtz
(2003:408) makes the case for thinking of identity not as a stable glomeration but as an everemergent, ever-renewed formation; authenticity should be understood from a social standpoint as
a process of authentication, that ‘identity formation is closely tailored to its context.’ Later in this
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chapter, the question of linguistic production and its relationship to identity will be explored for
Ninja Ninja and Afro Samurai.

8.5 Analysis: Afro Samurai’s Linguistic Production
An examination of all of Afro’s contributions is beyond the scope of this paper, so this
analysis focuses exclusively on his use of language in the ‘present time’ of the story, excluding
the scenes containing his contributions as a child and as a teenager. Strictly speaking, this time
period refers to Afro’s utterances produced after Ninja Ninja enters the narrative. Afro remains
silent through most of the five anime episodes and the two manga volumes. Appendix 8.1
summarizes Afro’s contributions in the anime, as does Appendix 8.2 for the manga.
In the anime, the majority of Afro’s utterances are directed at Ninja Ninja, though he also
directs several utterances to Okiku/Otsuru and to Jinno. This proportion might suggest that Afro
and Ninja spend quality time together, sharing ideas and building their ‘friendship.’ The content,
brevity, and infrequency of these utterances, though, reveal a different picture. Of the eight
utterances directed at Ninja, half of them consist of the directive ‘Shut up.’ Afro plainly
demonstrates his unwillingness to engage in conversational interaction with Ninja while
simultaneously indicating that Ninja should stop trying to keep the conversation going,
seemingly about anything at all. Three of the four remaining utterances are less rude, hinting that
while Afro does not wish to engage Ninja in the present, he might be willing to engage him (or at
least listen to him) later on: ‘Suit yourself’ and ‘Do as you please’ have enough ambiguity built
into them that Ninja interprets them in positive, neutral, or negative ways.
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Regarding linguistic features at or below the sentence level, Afro’s language in both the
anime and the manga cleaves rigorously to what Green (2002) calls General American English.
In the anime, Afro uses standard contractions: it is becomes it’s and I will becomes I’ll. On the
other hand, at times Afro chooses not to contract but to use full separate forms; e.g., you will
does not contract to you’ll. In the manga, Afro’s speech shows more features of casual register:
he is slightly more likely to contract, e.g., It’s; Where’s; and won’t. He also uses casual linguistic
features to express his opinion or emotion about a situation, e.g., Oh man. One distinct difference
is that Afro uses the word Shit! in the manga form but does not use any swear words in the
anime.
One last point to make about Afro’s language usage is that in the anime, he uses three
bilingual code switches. At the tea house, he uses the Japanese word oishii, which means
something like ‘delicious,’ to express his satisfaction with the lemonade he has just finished.
Later on, he switches to the Japanese word katajikenai in a conversation with Otsuru/Okiku. This
term indicates two concepts at once. First, it means ‘thank you’ in the sense that he expresses his
gratitude that Okiku/Otsuru fed him, protected him, and healed his wounds after he was hit by a
poisoned arrow in battle. But uttering katajikenai means that Afro humbles himself before
Okiku, expressing gratitude and humility at the same time. The spirit of this utterance seems
diametrically opposed to the indifference and open hostility Afro channels toward Ninja.
The final Japanese expression that Afro utters in AS–anime is namu. This word signals a
prayer to the Abida Buddha, romanized to something like Namu Amida Butsu. Uttering this word
helps the supplicant to enter into paradise. Since Afro produces this word after he takes the
Number 1 headband from his enemy, Justice, the audience understands that the battle is over and
Afro has successfully avenged his father’s death.
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In AS–manga, adult Afro’s speech patterns very closely resemble those in AS–anime. He
speaks rarely, and when he does, the turns/utterances are short. Several of the utterances are
nonlinguistic in that they consist of laughter or non-words (these have been excluded from the
analysis). One significant difference between the anime and the manga, however, is that Afro
speaks to a wider variety of characters in the manga. The impact of this difference is that he
directs proportionally fewer utterances to any individual character, Ninja Ninja and O-sachi
included. As in the anime, Afro’s speech in the manga largely conforms to the GAE register.

8.6 Analysis: Ninja Ninja’s Linguistic Production
The rarity of Afro’s utterances lends itself to charting the time, place, and interlocutor for
each one. In stark contrast, Ninja Ninja is by far the most talkative of all the characters in AS–
anime, and this is largely true for AS–manga as well. Ninja’s only conversation partner is Afro,
which is understandable since Ninja exists only in Afro’s mind. The single exception occurs in
the manga, when Ninja realizes that one other character, one of Afro’s enemies, can see and hear
him. All of Ninja’s conversations are long (measured in time but not necessarily in number of
turns), and most of his turns per conversation are long (measured in time and in number of words
per turn). Appendix 8.3 contains three representative samples of Ninja’s discourse in AS–anime,
as does Appendix 8.4 for AS–manga.
Ninja’s use of register shows more variety than Afro’s use. In the anime, Ninja uses
pronunciation style frequently associated with AAE. He often uses a monophthongal [ɐ] or [a]
rather than the diphthongal [aj] in words like the personal pronoun I and the word find. His
speech shows a high degree of r-lessness, e.g., pronouncing the phrase for sure without
postvocalic [r]. Another very common feature in both the anime and the manga is Ninja’s use of
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the alveolar nasal [n] rather than the velar nasal [ŋ] in words like somethin’ for something. In the
manga, spelling conventions indicate Afro’s pronunciation to a certain degree. The pronoun you
is sometimes spelled ya. The phrase all right is spelled aight. The words about and appreciation
are shortened to ‘bout and ‘ppreciation, respectively.
Contractions are frequent: e.g., you’ll; it’s; might’ve; and y’know, among others. In the
rare circumstances when Afro contracts, he uses enclitics only, but when Ninja contracts, he also
uses proclitics, which are very rare in both AS–anime and AS–manga. Further, at the word level,
Ninja contracts more frequently than Afro, e.g., I am going to is produced as I’m gon. In the
anime, Ninja’s speech shows occasional copula deletion: You one lucky dog, Afro! In both the
anime and the manga, he shows variability in the be conjugation: You’re no normal man, is ya?
At the discourse level in AS–anime, Ninja reads dialect: Excuse me for probing but what
you just did back there. Was it absolutely necessary? Morgan (2002:265) explains that reading
dialect ‘occurs when members of the African-American community contrast or otherwise
highlight obvious features of AAE and [GAE] in an unsubtle and unambiguous manner to make
a point [which] may or may not be a negative one.’ Ninja pushes Afro to reflect on how many
people he has killed in his quest.
In both the anime and the manga, Ninja employs rhetorical rhyming. Smitherman
(1977:3) demonstrates rhetorical rhyming with a quote from Jesse Jackson: ‘Africa would if
Africa could. America could if America would. But Africa cain’t and America ain’t.’ Note that
for some speakers of AAE and some speakers of English in the American South, the word can’t
rhymes with the word paint, hence the spelling change of can’t to cain’t on analogy with ain’t.
When Ninja tries to warn Afro of impending danger in the anime, he uses rhyme for discourse
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effect: He don’t want your autograph more like your epitaph. In the manga, he observes that
Afro is maxin’ and relaxin’ as he is recovering from his battle wounds under O-sachi’s care.
Like Afro, Ninja employs bilingual code switches, one each in the anime and the manga.
In the manga, Ninja refers to Afro’s katana, a type of sword used by samurais. In the anime,
Ninja uses the word mamasan to convince Afro should be interested romantically (or at least
sexually) in Okiku/Otsuru. However, unlike his use of the word katana, Ninja’s use of this term
does not meet a dictionary definition. The Oxford English Dictionary describes mamasan as a
combination of the Japanese word mama and the honorific suffix –san, referring to ‘a matron in
a position of authority, specifically one in charge of a geisha house; the mistress of a bar.’ The
New Partridge Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English offers a similar gloss: ‘a woman
whose age demands respect, especially a brothel madam.’ Both sources stipulate the advent of
the word as post-1945.
Ninja uses mamasan to refer to Okiku/Otsuru, but as far as the narrative goes, she does
not fit the dictionary definitions. She is a young woman (at least a couple of years younger than
Afro), and there is no indication that she is a brothel madam or a geisha house manager. In fact,
Ninja seems to use the term in a positive sense: Okiku is ‘practically marriage material.’ On the
other hand, traditional gender role ideologies are strongly reinforced here. Okiku is marriage
material seemingly because she serves Afro: she gives him medical attention and cooks for him.
There is no unambiguous positive reference to her intelligence, though, so the ‘compliment’ that
Ninja seems to be paying may be a double-edged sword. Ironically, although he seems to know
all about the dangers that Afro faces, Ninja never warns Afro that Okiku/Otsuru is a ninja spy
who works for Afro’s enemies.
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Ninja uses linguistic innovation in the anime. For instance, he uses the syntactic frame to
get one’s X on to comment on Afro’s convalescence: ‘I see somebody’s getting their little resort
on!’ Further, Ninja blends the word homeboy with the word android to yield the innovation
(morphological blend) homedroid. (Arguably, Ninja’s use of mamasan also fits the category of
lexical innovation.) Lastly, Ninja uses ass words (‘lanky ass’; ‘stank ass’), and he explains to
Afro where they are when he says ‘This is it, Muthafucka, Bhava-Agra, the city of gods. No. 1
resides within’ (volume 2, page 104, panel 1). Spears (1999) explains the grammar of ass words
(234–38) and challenges the assumption of ‘so-called obscenity’ in some expressions in AAE,
preferring the term ‘uncensored speech’ to describe the register (248).

8.7 Discussion
In general, both Afro and Ninja maintain similar discourse tendencies across AS–anime
and AS–manga. That is to say, Ninja is highly talkative in those scenes where he appears, and he
employs a register in which AAE figures prominently. Afro is highly taciturn in those few scenes
where he speaks, and he employs a register in which GAE figures prominently. Afro speaks
slightly more in the manga than in the anime; he speaks to a larger number of characters in the
manga and his turns are slightly longer (though the amount of data is small, so the differences
probably are not statistically significant). Afro’s use of Japanese in the manga is restricted to
proper names of people and places; he does not use bilingual code switches. He uses a noticeably
small number of contractions in the manga: e.g., ‘I’ll keep fighting’ (volume 2, page 114, panel
1). Only once does he substitute an alveolar nasal [n] for a velar nasal [ŋ]: ‘Thanks for puttin’ me
up’ (volume 2, page 28, panel 3). Afro uses GAE for the majority of his utterances, but he also
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uses a more formal register that makes him sound as much a bureaucrat as a friendly
conversationalist.
Likewise, Ninja’s speech in the manga differs slightly from the anime. He speaks less in
the manga, though not markedly so. In the anime, Ninja speaks only to Afro; however, in the
manga, he speaks to Afro and to one other character (Takimoto Kougansai). He uses some
formal features of AAE in the manga, but not at the same frequency as in the anime. These
features include pronunciation, word forms, and sentence structure, but they also include
discourse features. Notable are his use of ass words (‘lanky ass’ in the anime and ‘big ass’ in the
manga) and rhetorical rhyming (‘autograph/epitaph’ in the anime and ‘maxin’ and relaxin’’ in
the manga [volume 2, page 14, panel 2]). One last difference of import is that while Ninja uses
Japanese in an innovative way in the anime (mamasans) he uses standard Japanese once in the
manga (katana, a type of sword used by samurais [volume 2, page 97, panel 4]).
Ninja performs at least two kinds of functions in the narrative, and his linguistic
production provides strong evidence of this. Ninja’s primary function is that of
Advisor/Counselor; he always has advice for Afro, usually relating to battle strategy, but he also
counsels him regarding friendship and romance. Ninja’s advice is almost always about Afro’s
safety, that it is best to retreat or otherwise avoid the fight. Ninja also tries to help Afro retain
some semblance of humanity. He concedes that Afro’s road to vengeance means not having any
emotional availability, but Ninja knows that Afro’s connection to other humans is very fragile, so
Ninja convinces him that a sexual connection with Okiku/Otsuru is better than no connection at
all.
The second major role that Ninja plays in AS–anime is acting as a Source of Humor, in
particular by offering redundant/unnecessary narration, clowning, and a distortion of priorities.
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Ninja narrates for Afro and the viewer the possibilities that await Afro as he journeys toward his
goal. He also injects levity into an otherwise terrifying possibility, that Afro goes to his almost
certain death. Ninja pays attention to a somewhat trivial detail (Afro’s hair style, his fro) in a
humorous way rather than what really matters (Afro could die if the mountain exploded).
When Ninja cautions Afro about the two swords in this passage, it is redundant and/or
unnecessary. Afro clearly sees that the swords are drawn, as does the viewer:
Ninja:

Aaww. Watch it! He bout to bust a two sword move on you. Uh oh. Watch your
left. No no no no no. Watch your right. (1:12:18 – 1:12:33)

This narration seems redundant because the action on screen is unambiguously equivalent to
Ninja’s description. Further, Ninja’s confusing admonition about the direction of attack serves no
purpose: it does not solve a problem; instead, it states the obvious and perhaps interferes with
Afro’s concentration in a very dangerous sword fight. One phonetic indicator that this is meant to
be funny is Ninja’s articulation of the [w] in sword.
In contrast to Ninja, Afro functions in the narrative as a character who is emotionally
cold, almost inhuman. His last utterance to Ninja in AS–anime demonstrates this. In this scene,
Ninja and Afro are having their last interaction of the story. As is his wont, Ninja advises Afro
about the danger of his opponent, who in this case carries two swords:

Ninja:

[laughs] Like I told you. Might not make it this time baby. Didn’t I say to be
careful? [some omitted] So go on take care of business. Whack that punk. Even if
he is your old pal. You of all people should understand that. Don’t forget your
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goal. Your opponent’s dual sworded. You got to make twice as many moves in
order to win.
Afro:

The force of the blow is twice as powerful for the double-handed grip.

Ninja:

[laughs] Okay if you say so. You just don’t listen to people do you. Alright dog.
You’re on your own from here. I guess this is goodbye. (1:34:25–1:35:48)

The coldness, the inhumanity that Afro wields contrasts dramatically with Ninja’s heartfelt
speech. As Ninja is dying, Afro chooses not to comfort him or say goodbye to him but to
disagree with him about a principle of sword fighting: whether two swords or one sword is
better. The length of this utterance surpasses all of his other turns, and it evinces his ‘heightened’
willingness to engage Ninja in talk. Simultaneously, it solidifies Afro’s cold, distant attitude
toward Ninja. Other utterances indicate Afro’s principles and approaches to life and the way of
the samurai warrior. After killing one of his adversaries, Afro says simply, ‘My aim is only to
move forward.’

8.8 Social Roles, Language Codes, and Identity
In their research on language and identity, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) articulate several
principles by which speakers performatively produce their identity within interpersonal
interaction; they summarize their program in a single sentence: ‘Identity is the social positioning
of the self and other’ (586, italics in original). While all the principles are relevant for this
discussion, one stands out in particular. Bucholtz and Hall explain that in the process of
interactively constructing our identity, we use particular linguistic forms that invoke particular
(ranges of) meanings: this is the characteristic of indexicality. One aspect of indexicality in Afro
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Samurai is ‘the use of linguistic structures and systems that are ideologically associated with
specific personas and groups’ (594). For Afro and Ninja, the use of different registers (GAE for
Afro and AAE for Ninja) means that they are attempting to index different identities. While GAE
and AAE are types of English, they are different enough in the minds of native English speakers
that people who speak one code are socially and culturally different from people who speak the
other one.
The indexing of identity in AS–anime becomes crystal clear after Afro drinks his
lemonade in the tea house; he uses a Japanese word oishii ‘delicious’ and then switches to an
English word refreshing. In that one conversational turn, Afro signals membership in the English
speaking community and in the Japanese speaking community. Likewise, when Ninja reads
dialect when commenting on Afro’s ‘killing spree’ early in the anime, he signals membership in
the African American English community and also signals knowledge of the General American
English community. This pragmatic usage of dialect indicates that Ninja can speak GAE when
he wants to or needs to.
In both the manga and the anime, Afro’s linguistic performances contrast in a dramatic
fashion with Ninja’s. Afro communicates in minimal ways linguistically, many times solely with
facial expression, hand gestures, and silence. He most often uses General American English with
a rare code switch to Japanese. In contrast, Ninja is talkative; we might say that from Afro’s
standpoint, Ninja is garrulous to the point of annoyance. In AS–anime, Ninja Ninja frequently
uses AAE with occasional use of GAE, primarily for pragmatic impact. In AS–manga, there are
fewer observable AAE features in Ninja’s speech, but their presence harmonizes with the code
distribution found in AS–anime.
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Revenge is a constant, guiding trope by which Afro measures his success, his progress,
his path. Afro’s behaviors and world view reflect a single-minded journey on a path of
vengeance; even when he has the opportunity to turn away from that path, he kills his own
teacher in memory of his father who died wearing the Number 1 headband. Afro’s
conversational interaction can be described as minimal at best and, when directed at Ninja,
hostile. Afro’s linguistic production thus indexes his world view, reflexively producing and
reproducing an approach to life that depends on attitudes of coldness, social distance, a lack of
compassion, and a willingness to kill.
Ninja Ninja’s verbal performance, like his physical characteristics, is similar to a
photographic negative of Afro’s verbal performance. His linguistic contributions are fluent and
generous; the content of his utterances demonstrate that he has Afro’s best interests at heart. In
fact, he repeatedly attempts to persuade Afro that the path of vengeance is not the right one at all.
Ninja’s linguistic production, then, indexes his world view, reflexively producing and
reproducing an approach to life that indicates warmth, connection, sexuality, and an
unwillingness to fight. Granted, as Afro gets closer to his goal, Ninja relents and encourages him
to win his battles rather than avoiding them.

8.9 Conclusions
Characters who are authentic use authentic language. This means that the character will
produce speech that conforms to a range of linguistic features deemed acceptable by an audience
capable of judging; a character’s linguistic production will index a (reasonably?) authentic
identity. The problem here is the question of audience: who knows whether a black character is
using authentic language? [See Beers Fägersten, this volume.] Who knows whether a character
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who speaks Irish English is using authentic language? [See Walshe, this volume.] If a character
does not use authentic language, then the believability of that character fails, unless of course the
audience has an expectation of linguistic performance that belies realistic use. This is the role of
ideology and stereotype. It seems reasonable to claim that white audiences with expectations of
stereotyped speech in the mouths of black characters find those characters who produce
stereotyped speech to be believable. Green (2002) makes a similar point: ‘the linguistic
description [of AAE] can be used to determine the extent to which the representation of black
speech […] is authentic, but a rating of ‘authentic’ does not necessarily mean that the character
will be perceived as being positive or negative’ (200).
Russell (1991: 21) concludes his exploration of the black Other in Japan by focusing on
how a Japanese audience responds to images of blackness:
Japanese representation of blacks tends to be condescending and to debase, dehumanize,
exoticize, and peripheralize the black Other, who at once serves as a symbolic
counterpoint to modernity, rationalism, and civility—and as an uncomfortable reminder
of the insecurities and ambiguity of Japanese racial and cultural identity vis-à-vis an
idealized West.
Doubtless, though, it is more complicated than that. As Singer (2002) argues about superhero
comics, this genre can ‘perpetuate stereotypes, either through token characters who exist purely
to signify racial clichés or through a far more subtle system of absence and erasure that serves to
obscure minority groups even as the writers pay lip service to diversity. However, […] these
comics also demonstrate that the concepts of double-consciousness and divided identity remain
artistically viable techniques for representing race, as valid in the popular culture of today as they
were in Du Bois’s study nearly one hundred years ago’ (118).
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The Afro/Ninja split of personality, as well as the samurai/ninja split of warrior codes,
could very well symbolize a sort of dichotomy between nostalgic reflex (samurai culture) and a
lingering stereotype of the minstrel. The blend of history and contemporary could also represent
an advance in understanding, appreciation, and even celebration of the Other writ large as
instantiated in the black Other in Japan. This situation is further complicated by the audience:
Japanese audiences and U.S. audiences bring varied sociocultural codes and cultural models, and
their reading of the story and the characters and the distribution of linguistic codes will certainly
differ to some degree.
Kiuchi (2009) argues for the cultural bridge, the nexus of U.S. mainstream, African
American, and Japanese cultures embodied by the enka singer Jero, born Jerome White, raised in
Pennsylvania and now living and working in Japan. Admitting that ‘his Japanese blood may have
made it easier for many Japanese to accept [Jero] more readily,’ Kiuchi explains that ‘he is
popular not because of his blackness [but] because he has been able to successfully execute a
convergence of his African American and Japanese heritages and a convergence between people
of various generations together’ (527). This is likewise true for other situations when more than
two identities are in play. Chun (2001:61) finds that some Korean American speakers of English
‘negotiate their identities and jointly (re)construct the links between language and social
categories’ when they use General American English and AAE. In other words, using these
linguistic strategies ‘allows [a speaker] to project a uniquely Korean American male identity in
the context of complex historical, cultural, and political relationships that Korean American men
have with both African Americans and European Americans’ (Chun 2001:53).
As Wilson explains in his 2002 translation of Musashi’s The Book of Five Rings, ‘the Zen
Buddhist insistence on absolute personal experience and transcendence of the interfering self’ is

250
a foundational principle of the samurai warrior’s code of behavior (27). The entire scope of Afro
Samurai constructs a narrative that embodies the struggle of the warrior who must avenge his
father’s death (personal experience) while simultaneously paying a high price for this goal (loss
of friends, loss of love, extreme asceticism: transcending the interfering self). Likewise, the
social codes and the linguistic codes involved in Afro Samurai function together to help construct
the viewer’s sense of the warrior. The tensions between the two types of codes provide and
reflect motivations for the narrative and for character choice. In the anime version, the ostensible
death of Ninja Ninja, along with Afro’s ultimate victory against Justice, leaves the viewer aware
of an array of possibilities. One suggests a resolution of conflicts, both external and internal. It
suggests an integration of sorts of social codes and linguistic codes into one character, yielding a
‘whole’ Afro Samurai. Another suggests that the warrior has succeeded in transcending the
interfering self (Ninja Ninja, the moral compass, the link to humanity, has died). In AS–manga,
Ninja Ninja exists as a counterweight to Afro’s tendencies toward revenge, even after Afro takes
the Number 1 headband and assumes his place as a god in the story.
The blending of social codes and linguistic codes creates a space where stereotypes are
employed in complex ways. These stereotypes, these expectations, often result from ideologies,
social and linguistic alike. As Chun (2001:62) argues, ‘it is through the mechanisms of everyday
talk that the dominance of whiteness is both maintained and resisted. And it is through the
racialized imaginings of language enacted in such talk that whiteness is constructed and distinct
from – and yet related to – other social identities.’ Brown (2006) investigates the attitudes and
ideologies of a young Black female in an ethnographic study, and he argues that ‘the use of
African American English [is] an unambiguous act of ethnic identity’ (596) and that his research
informant’s linguistic production matches a widening of linguistic repertoires ‘seen as
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increasingly accessible to many speakers in the post-modern, post-industrial world’ (607).
Brown goes on to explain that speakers’ awareness of their own linguistic choices suggests that
they can ‘both reinvigorate and contest dominant [language] ideologies’ (607). The supply of
linguistic codes wielded by Afro and Ninja Ninja together both maintain and overturn the
viewer’s sense of language use, manipulating the stereotype for a variety of purposes. As far as
comics goes, most representations are ‘short hand’ and substitute for something ‘real.’ It is
normal for physical representations to be skewed, so it should not be surprising for linguistic
representations to be skewed to some extent as well.

8.10 Future Directions
The discourse contributions shared between Afro Samurai and Ninja Ninja suggest
further research questions. For instance, we need more research on the globalization of comics:
how comics artists from different parts of the world are taking what they see from global culture
(especially movies, television, and internet media) and rendering a mélange that can speak
universal truths. From a linguistic standpoint, we should study the range and depth of African
American English in print and web comics characters, like Rachel Rage (Ghettomanga). Further,
what is the impact of African American English on readers/viewers of new black comics? As
new generations of comics readers grow up, how does their social reality mesh with the
stereotypes? In what ways will AAE have a positive impact on readers on the global stage and
the production of blackness? (See Beers Fägersten, this volume.)
Afro Samurai reveals a rich, complex social and cultural artifact that problematizes what
we often consider to be the basic scenario in the U.S.: that white majority culture engages in
hegemonic practices in ways that diminish and undermine African American culture and
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language practices. While this system of oppression continues to be the case in many ways, what
we also see is that the social, cultural, artistic, and linguistic contributions made by African
Americans to U.S. culture are being celebrated and extended into East Asian cultures, in this
case, Japan. While the question may still be about Black and White, it now also includes the
global. The impact that African American culture and African American English have on the
world stage is greater now than ever before.
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Endnotes
1. An early version of this paper concentrating solely on the anime version of Afro Samurai was
presented at the 2008 International Comic Arts Forum in Chicago. I wish to thank two
anonymous reviewers at Palgrave for encouraging me to extend the analysis and argument to the
manga.
2. Afro seems to live his life according to samurai principles, especially those articulated by
Musashi in ‘The Way of Walking Alone.’ In the anime Afro Samurai, various characters
comment on sword fighting principles resonant of, especially, ‘The Fire Chapter’ and ‘The
Emptiness Chapter’ in Musashi’s The Book of Five Rings.
3. I use the masculine pronouns here purposefully. In Afro Samurai, there are no female samurais
and it is not clear that women can even train for that status. In the anime, one female character
(Okiku/Otsuru) does become a ninja, and although she demonstrates a measure of combat skill,
her primary role is espionage. One (unexpected?) outcome of her assignment is that her
childhood friendship with Afro is rekindled and becomes an adult, romantic love affair,
consummated sexually just before Okiku dies in battle. While the question of racial stereotype in
Afro Samurai is under discussion here, the stereotyped role of gender is, in my opinion, much
clearer.
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Appendix 8.1 Adult Afro’s utterances in AS–anime
(Hr:)Min:Sec*

Utterance

Interlocutor

(Hr:)Min:Sec

Utterance

Interlocutor

8:59

Nothing personal. It’s just revenge.

dead warrior(s)

1:00:13

Do as you please.

Ninja Ninja

13:00

Lemonade. Ice cold.

bartender

14:16–14:32

Oishii.** Refreshing.
//***
Thanks.
Shut up.
My aim is only to move forward.
Thanks for everything.
//
Tomorrow.
//
Katajikenai.

bartender

1:06:34

Shut up.

Ninja Ninja

Ninja Ninja
dead warrior
Okiku/Otsuru

1:11:51
1:30:31
1:35:16

Suit yourself.
Jinno?
The force of the blow is twice
as powerful for the doublehanded grip.

Ninja Ninja
Jinno
Ninja Ninja

Okiku/Otsuru
Okiku/Otsuru

1:43:15
1:49:23

Hiro. Master. Otsuru. Otsuru.
Finished.

internal monologue
Justice/himself (?)

Okiku/Otsuru

1:51:48

Namu.

Prayer to Amida
Buddha

48:22

Sorry.
I do.
//
East.
Get out of my way. Otsuru.
//
Otsuru!
Shut up.

Ninja Ninja

1:53:14–

Jinno

53:02
54:10

I’ll see you then.
Shut up.

Ninja Ninja
Ninja Ninja

Jinno.
//
You will only die again my
friend.
//
Alright. Let’s do this.

15:13
16:48
34:31–34:48

39:17
40:31–41:11

42:41–43:03

1:53:42

*All times are taken from a Sony DVD display in hour, minutes, and seconds; e.g. 66 minutes 34 seconds is represented as 1:06:34. The number in the left-hand
column indicates the onset of Afro’s turn. A time range is given when Afro makes at least two linguistic contributions to a conversation; the second number in
the range indicates the end of his final turn, ignoring turns from other speakers which follow in those conversations.
**My thanks to Ed McNamara and Reiko Take Lakouta for giving me insight into the uses of Japanese language in Afro Samurai. Any errors in interpretation are
my own.
***The place holder // indicates that other speakers’ turns are omitted and suggests that a (variable) amount of time passes between Afro’s turns. In any given
conversation with Ninja Ninja, Afro takes one and only one linguistic turn; thus, only multiturn conversations with other characters use the place holder symbol,
specifically, the bartender, Otsuru/Okiku, and Jinno.
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Appendix 8.2 Adult Afro’s utterances* in AS–manga, volumes 1 and 2
Vol.Pg
1.30

{Panel}
{1}

Utterance
It’s just revenge.

Interlocutor
dying warrior

Vol.Pg
2.28

{Panel}
{3}

Utterance
Thanks for puttin’ me up.

Interlocutor
O-sachi

1.33

{4}

Which way?

Ninja Ninja

2.28

{7}

No.

O-sachi

1.34

{1}

Where’s No. 1?

Ninja Ninja

2.29

{3}

Stand down.

O-sachi

1.50

{2}

No.

Shichigoro

2.29

{5}

Stop!

O-sachi

1.53

{4}

You’re awfully knowledgeable.
How do you know all this?

Oi-chan

2.85

{2}

Brother Jin.

Jinno

1.97

{6}

Mt. Sumeru…

Ninja

2.95

{7}

Goodbye, Brother Jin…

Jinno

1.102

{5}

Mt. Sumeru…

Ninja

2.105

{6}

No. 1…

Ninja/himself

1.130

{2}

Shit!

Himself?

2.113

{6}

I won’t do either.

Takimoto Kougansai

2.9

{6}

Oh man…

O-sachi/himself

2.114

{1}

I’ll keep fighting, until I find
him.

Takimoto Kougansai

2.12

{4}

Oh man.

Doctor/himself

2.115

{5}

Father?

Afrodroid

2.25

{2}

Yeah.

O-sachi

2.154

{6}

Do as you like.

warrior

2.25

{8}

Yeah.

O-sachi

2.155

{1}

warrior

2.28

{2}

A long time ago this man sliced
my father’s head off right in front
of me.

O-sachi

2.162

{1}

I…if you want to kill me, kill
me.
I’ll just keep moving forward.

Ninja Ninja and
Takimoto Kougansai

*Several of Afro’s utterances were nonlinguistic productions written in speech balloons, like ‘!!’ or ‘Grr!’ Included in this table are only those utterances that
unequivocally count as words.
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Appendix 8.3 Excerpts from Ninja Ninja’s utterances in AS–anime

(Hr:)Min:Sec*

Utterance

Interlocutor

14:36 – 15:20

Hey Afro. Yo. Pro Boy. You sure this the right way to go? These cliffs
don’t look so safe man. And one other thing. Uh don’t look now but I
think you got a stalker. A crazy fan boy from the tea house. And uh he
don’t want your autograph more like your epitaph. Now I suggest you
keep stepping because this one is a stone killer. For real. Yo. Didn’t you
hear me? Get going. I’m trying to pull your coat. Oh. All you gonna do is
ignore me? Alright uh alright. You want to blow it for me and you huh?
//**
Well fine. Go on and get your lanky ass killed then. But don’t say I ain’t
warned you. Later!

Afro

Y yo yo yo yo yo Afro. Can I ask you something? Now I know you cast
away your feelings and all but does that mean casting away your
manhood too? Oh mamasans don’t get much better than old girl. She’s
sweet. Pretty. Knows her first aid. Can broil a mean fish dinner. I call
that practically marriage material. Come on now. Confess. You want to
hit that booty. I just want to see my boy happy you know? Seriously man.
Now don’t you think there’s something vaguely familiar about that
woman? Look. If you ain’t gonna knock them boots I will.

Afro

I do not like the looks of that thing. See that smoke oozing out? It ain’t
natural. Well what I’m saying is this bitch just one thunder from (her)
and she can blow. That’s the end of your fro bro. BAM. Ha ha. Hee hee
hee. By the way. I- I’m trying to imagine you without a fro. Think you
look cute with little braids. [laughs] Hey hey hey.

Afro

Afro and Ninja are
walking on the Low
Down East Path

39:37 – 40:18
Afro and Ninja sit
on the porch
discussing Otsuru.

47:42 – 48:22
Afro and Ninja
approach Mt. Shumi
in a canoe for the
final battles

*All times are taken from a Sony DVD display in hour, minutes, and seconds; e.g. 66 minutes 34 seconds is
represented as 1:06:34. The first number indicates the onset of Ninja Ninja’s first turn in the conversation and the
second number indicates the end of his final turn in each conversation.
** The place holder // indicates a (variable) amount of time passes, with Afro remaining silent or producing a short
utterance.
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Appendix 8.4 Excerpts from Ninja Ninja’s utterances in AS–manga, volumes 1 and 2
Vol.Pg

{panel}

Utterance

Interlocutor

1.33

{2}

Afro

Ninja advises
Afro after a
battle.

{3}

Heyyyyy!
>*
Yo!
>
Damn, man, you never change, do ya? You mean you can’t even
give me a simple friendly greeting after all this time?
>
Y’know you need me if you ever gon’ make it to where No. 1’s
hiding on Mt. Sumeru. How ‘bout showing a little ‘ppreciation?

Afro

{6}

Damn, man. Fine, then…
>
Uh…that way…maybe?
>
Well how ‘bout that? Not a single word of thanks, as usual.
>
I don’t know why I even bother.
>
Damn…

Vol.Pg

{panel}

Utterance

Interlocutor

1.97

{1}

Afro

Ninja advises
Afro after a
battle.

{3}

‘Eyyy. Yo. No. 2! Over here.
>
Yo! It’s been ages!
>
Yo yo! I was worried you might’ve been caught in that big-ass
explosion. Damn! Didn’t want to be waitin’ around here for
nothing. Heh heh heh.
>
Yeah, man. Aight, look, we gotta go by boat from here. If you just
go up this river for a few days, you’ll get to a ravine. It’s right by
Mt. Sumeru, where No. 1 is. Finally comin’ to the end of your
journey, m’man.
>
Yeah. But...
To get to Mt. Sumeru, first you gotta pass through Tecchisen, the
hideout for those damn old motherfuckers. And there’s no doubt
they’ve set up somethin’ nasty for you to fall into.
>
No. 2 you know you’ve only survived this long on luck. But that
ain’t gonna do you much good from here on out. You sure you
wanna keep going?
>
Heh heh heh… So that’s how it’s gonna be, huh? Well, don’t say I
din’t warn ya.

Afro

{5}

{6}

1.34

{2}
{3}
{4}
{5}

{4}

{5}

{7}
1.98

{1}

{2}

{5}
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Vol.Pg

{panel}

Utterance

Interlocutor

2.135

{6}

Afro

Ninja observes
Afro in battle
and talks to
another
character for
the first time.

{7}

That’s it man. Keep it goin’.
>
Huh?! Who… You mean me?!
>

2.136

{1}

Ohoho! Man, you’ve made a guy happy! So you can see
me! Heh heh heh.
>
But I don’t suppose who I am is all that important.
What’s more important right now is that you can see me.
>
You’re no normal man, is ya? Heheheh.
>
O ho ho… Nice, man! I think we might dig each other.

Takimoto Kougansai

{2}

{3}
{6}

Takimoto Kougansai

*The angle bracket > indicates that a shift of at least one panel has occurred and that a (variable) amount of time passes between
Ninja’s utterances.

